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	1. Chapter 1 - The Perfect Day

**Hi everyone! I've almost been planning this story for a year now so it feels really odd to finally be writing it. This is really different to The Maid but I hope everybody likes it! It has less romance but more of a plot than The Maid did. Reviews would be really appreciated because I've never written in this style before and I'd like to know how to improve. Thanks, and I hope you enjoy!**

* * *

><p><strong>February 10th, 1929. New York City.<strong>

"Eren. Sit _still._ Do you want to do this or not?"

"Sorry, sorry." Eren jigged his leg back and forth, eyes darting around the room as his mother scowled at him. In front of him lay a gift waiting to be wrapped. The morning light filtered through a gap in the curtains dimly; the sun had not yet fully risen. The only sounds that could be heard were the tapping of Eren's foot against the floorboards and the rustling of paper as Eren's mother tried in vain to wrap the present. Even the pale light was enough to expose how ill she looked - her pallid skin, the dark circles underneath her eyes.

"The sooner you help me with this," his mother said, "the sooner you can go and see Mikasa. You spent so long making this. All you have to do is wrap it now."

As carefully as he could, Eren tied the string while his mother held together the paper that wrapped the scarlet scarf he had been knitting for the past month. He had been looking forward to Mikasa's birthday for weeks, and it had taken an extraordinary amount of effort to keep the secret of his present hidden from her.

"Can I go and see her now?" He asked, admiring his handiwork.

"Yes, you may. Tell her I said happy birthday," she said; but he was gone in a heartbeat, letting the door slam behind him. His mother rested her head in her arms, and let out a long, slow breath.

Eren was running up the two flights of stairs between his and Mikasa's apartments when he heard her door open. When he reached the hallway, she was already standing there, a smile on her face, waiting for him.

"Happy birthday!" He smiled at her.

They had been friends for as long as they could remember; when Mikasa and her family had moved to New York from Japan, a few months before Mikasa was born, it had been Eren's parents who had shown the young couple American life. The women, both pregnant, had become friends, and when Eren and Mikasa were born they had too.

"Thanks!" She grinned back, tucking her long black hair behind her ear. "Do you want to come in? I doubt we'll be able to go yet. It's too early."

"Sure. What's it like, being ten?" He asked excitedly. "Is it any different?"

Mikasa laughed. "Nope. Is that for me?" She pointed at the present in Eren's arms.

"Oh, right, yeah! I forgot about that," Eren laughed. "D'you want to open it now?"

"Yeah," she said, taking the gift from him and setting it down on the clean coffee table, "but I can't yet. Mom and Dad said I could my presents tonight."

"Okay." Eren stood awkwardly. He never knew how to behave in Mikasa's apartment; it was so different from his own, despite having the exact same layout. In his apartment, the stained coffee table was cluttered, the walls were lined with bookcases, the floor needed to be swept. Mikasa's was spotless - the table shined, and the walls were decorated with art.

"Happy birthday," Mikasa's mother entered the room. She pulled Mikasa into a hug, holding her tightly. Mikasa breathed in deeply; she loved the smell of her mother.

"Thanks, Mom," she said. "It's still alright if me and Eren go out today, right?"

"Eren and _I. _Where are you going?"

"We're going to go and see if Armin's up, and decide there. I'm not sure what I want to do yet."

"Good morning, Mrs Jones," Eren said to Mikasa's mother, shuffling awkwardly. He was always more comfortable when they were at his house.

"Hi, Eren," she said to him. She was a very tall woman, with long black hair like Mikasa's, tied perfectly into a bun, and sharp eyes. She was one of the only people that intimidated Eren, despite the fact that she was perfectly friendly. "Sit down, both of you. Eren, have you eaten?"

"I have, thanks, Mrs Jones."

"Alright. Mikasa, do you want some bacon? Eggs? I can make you a cup of coffee, if you like, seeing as you're so old now." She grinned and ruffled Mikasa's hair.

"Okay," Mikasa said, "but I'll just have some bread."

"Make sure you have something hot for lunch. Come home for dinner, okay?"

"Okay."

"Do you think Armin will be awake yet?" Eren asked Mikasa, as the smell of coffee began to fill the air.

"I'm not sure." She said, her mouth full of bread. "What do you think coffee's like, anyway?"

"I bet it's not very nice," Eren said, sniffing. "But it doesn't smell bad, I guess."

After several minutes, the coffee was done. Mikasa looked down at it. The drink was steaming and warmed her hands.

"You might want to put some sugar in it." Mikasa's mother said.

She took a small, tentative sip. Mikasa had not expected to enjoy it, but she did; despite its bitterness, the coffee had a rich, nutty taste that warmed her instantly. Her mother laughed when Mikasa smiled and took another drink.

"It's good," she grinned. "Eren, you try it."

As soon as the coffee touched his lips, Eren spat it all over his lap. Mikasa laughed at him and took the drink back, while her mother scolded him, trying not to laugh herself, and dabbed the coffee from his trousers.

"Mom, can we go and get Armin now?" Mikasa asked when she had finished the drink.

"Of course, but don't you want to go and see your father first?"

"I'll see him when I get home!" Mikasa called, as Eren pulled her by the hand to the door, where she quickly grabbed her coat and hat before running outside and down the eight flights of stairs that led to the snowy ground outside.

From the window of her apartment, Mikasa's mother watched as her daughter and Eren ran across the road to the apartment block opposite, leaving boot-prints in the snow. Her daughter was ten years old, safe, happy, and warm. She rested her forehead against the cold glass and thought of all the things that could have happened to Mikasa if they hadn't managed to escape Japan.

A loud, pounding knock on the door echoed through the apartment.

* * *

><p>"Armin!" A loud knock on the door. "Are you up yet?"<p>

Mikasa and Eren pressed their ears against the door and heard the soft padding of slippers against floorboards. The door opened to reveal Armin's grandfather, stifling a yawn. He squinted at them.

"Eren, Mikasa! It could only be you two here so early in the morning. Come in," he said, "Armin's just eating breakfast."

They entered the kitchen to find Armin hunched over a plate of untouched bacon and a thick, old-looking book. He turned and smiled at them when they came in, his long blonde hair falling over his eyes.

"Happy birthday!" Armin said to Mikasa, and passed her an envelope. His glasses slid down his nose and he pushed them up.

"What's this?" She asked, carefully opening it while Eren watched on in anticipation.

Armin rubbed the back of his neck, looking down at the floor. "I don't know if you'll like it," he said, nervous. "Grandfather let me go through all of his old newspapers. I found some Japanese ones and I cut out some of the pictures for you. I don't know if you'll like it, but I know you've never been, so I just thought…" he trailed off.

Mikasa flicked through the images. She had never seen Japan before; all she had ever known was the busy streets of New York, and her mother never spoke of what Japan was like. It looked like a different world - girls wore strange clothes, and the buildings in the city streets were so much more intricate and beautiful. She could feel a tug of longing in her heart, like she missed the place in some kind of irrational way.

"I love them, Armin," she said, placing them back in the envelope so she could save them to look at later. Something told her to keep this hidden from her mother; whenever Mikasa tried to talk to her about Japan or her old life, her mother changed the subject and became cold.

"I'm glad," he smiled and looked reassured.

"So where are we going today?" Eren asked.

"We could go to the fairground," Armin said, "or we could go and see a baseball game. I can pay if you want. Mom and Dad left me enough money."

"Baseball sounds great!" Eren said. "But you choose, Mikasa."

"I like the sound of baseball."

"So do I," Armin smiled. He left his empty coffee mug and full plate of breakfast on the table and ran to put on his coat and shoes.

"Hey! Old man Armin! Is this _you_?!" Eren exclaimed, pointing towards a picture on the wall.

"I've not seen that picture before," Mikasa said, looking at it.

"I only put it up there yesterday," Armin's grandfather said, coming up behind them. "Armin found it when he was looking for those newspapers."

The image was of a younger Mr Arlert. His hair was long, just like Armin's, and he wore similar glasses. His face was smooth and without wrinkles, and he was smiling. Behind him was a forest of tall trees and a sparkling river.

"Where in America is that?" Eren asked, his voice filled with awe.

The old man laughed. "That's not America," he said, "that's Germany. That river's called the Rhine."

"All the way in Europe?" Eren asked incredulously. Of all the subjects in school, geography was the only one in which he paid any attention.

"Yep," his grandfather chuckled.

"How come you don't travel anymore?" Mikasa asked.

"I'm too old for that now, and my eyesight's getting worse by the minute. But I'm sure Armin will be able to tell me what the rest of world is like when he's older."

"Are you guys ready?" Armin said, walking over.

"Yep!" Said Mikasa and Eren. They said their goodbyes to Armin's grandfather and headed back out into the cold. Mikasa enjoyed the sound of the snow crunching under her.

"So when do your parents get back?" Mikasa said to Armin.

"I'm not sure. Mom said they'd be a few days, but it's been a week already and I've not heard from them. I know they're busy with work and everything, but I wish they would just write." He stared at his shoes.

Mikasa opened her mouth to offer some words of comfort, but Eren spoke before her. "Who needs them?" He said. "Your grandfather is much cooler anyway. You get to look through all his travelling stuff too!"

"Yeah, I guess he is." Armin's smile returned to his face. It was a only a few blocks away to the stadium, and their coats protected them from the cold.

"So what else have you gotten for your birthday?" Armin asked.

"I don't know yet. Mom and Dad won't let me open my presents until tonight."

"Make sure you tell me what you got tomorrow. Hey, is that Jean?" Armin squinted at a figure in the distance.

"I think it is," Eren sighed, annoyed.

"It's definitely Jean." Mikasa said. "You can tell by the way he's walking that he's got something to say."

"Shall we just hide?"

"He's already seen us." Armin said.

Before they had reached the end of the block, Jean Kirstein walked over to them, brandishing a ticket in his hand.

"Look what I managed to get!" He said. No matter how much he tried to hide it, a hint of his German accent was still detectable in his voice.

"Is that for today's game?" Armin asked.

"Yep," Jean said, "I know you guys would _love_ to hang out with me, " He laughed.

"We're going to buy tickets, a_ctually._" Eren said to him, scowling.

"Calm down, Jaeger, isn't it Mikasa's birthday?" He turned to her. "Sorry for making your boyfriend mad, Mikasa. "

"Lay it off, Jean." Eren threatened.

Mikasa glared at him, but the blush on her cheeks provided Jean with the reaction he desired.

"Happy birthday," he winked, and fell into step with them. "Looks like I'm going to just have to put up with you lot then. I was going to go and watch the game with the older kids, but you guys will have to do."

They reached the stadium, and Armin bought the tickets. "Well, don't you want to go and tell them you're going to be with us?" He said, looking at Jean skeptically.

"What, the older kids?" He laughed, his eyes breaking contact with Armin's. He ran a hand through his mousy hair. "No, they'll probably come find me or something."

They sat at the top row of the stadium, with a perfect view of the field.

"How long until the game starts?" Eren asked, bored.

"Ten minutes or so, I guess," Armin said, cleaning his glasses with his sleeve.

"Let me try them on!" Jean said, swiftly taking them from Armin's grasp and putting them on. He batted his eyelashes. "Hey, Eren, do I look like a pretty boy now?"

"Knock it off, Jean," Armin said, hurt.

"Anyone know where any boys are around here?" Jean said, pretending to comb his hair.

Mikasa glared at him. "Jean. Stop."

"Eren, really!" Jean threw his arm around Eren, who was glaring at him too. He stopped laughing. "Here, fine. Take them back. They were giving me a headache anyway."

They sat awkwardly in silence for several minutes before the game started. The stadium was full and erupted into cheers when they players walked onto the field. Immediately Armin began keeping track of the score aloud, and as always, a group of people started to form around him, listening intently as he explained to them who was winning and when points were scored.

"Cough up, folks, he isn't doing this for free, you know!" Jean said to the men in the crowd.

"How old are you? Shouldn't you be with your mother instead of charging strangers to listen to a kid?" One man said.

"Sir, with all due respect, why don't you keep track of the score yourself?" Jean asked, grinning slyly. "A dollar or he stops!"

"Shouldn't you be giving this to Armin?" Mikasa said to Jean after he had finished collecting from the crowd.

"Lunch is on me, seeing as it's your birthday, but that's all I'm giving out, okay?"

"I don't want it anyway." Armin said. "Keep it."

"Fine," Jean said, suddenly angry at the fistful of dollars in his pocket. He sat down and watched the game from his seat, not saying a word until it was over.

Mikasa left the game feeling bubbly and happy. Sport always filled her with excitement, and she was eager to find a wagon where they could buy hot food. Jean kept unusually quiet, lagging behind with Armin when Eren challenged Mikasa to a race to the end of the block. The streets were bustling with people, and Mikasa and Eren weaved in and out of them as they ran, laughing and trying not to slip in the snow. Mikasa won, as she always did, and stood panting and grinning while she and Eren waited for Jean and Armin to catch up.

Eventually they came across a wagon selling hot potato chips and frankfurters, sheltered from the snow by several large umbrellas. Jean cheered up slightly after buying lunch for them all, and the four of them sat together on a park bench.

Tired and slightly shivery, Mikasa laid her head on Eren's shoulder and closed her eyes. She could smell the leftovers of her potato chips and hear Armin and Jean talking, while Eren sat peacefully with her. Everyone had calmed down now that the adrenaline of the sports game had worn off and their stomachs had been sated with food. Jean gave her a dollar and an apologetic look.

Years later, when Mikasa looked back on this moment, it made her happy, yet filled her with a longing that drove her to despair. These were her last memories of them.

* * *

><p>"I'll come down to yours after I have dinner and open my presents, okay?" Mikasa said to Eren that evening.<p>

He pulled her into a hug. "Let's sit on the fire escape if it isn't too cold. I'm sure Mom will make us some cocoa."

"That sounds pretty good. See you later!"

When Mikasa opened the door to her apartment, it looked more like Eren's than her own. Things were scattered everywhere - the table was covered in books; bags stuffed with clothes lay next to the door.

"Mikasa!" Her mother shouted to her. Mikasa had never seen her mother afraid until that moment. She saw it in her ruffled blouse, the strands of hair falling from her bun; she saw it in her mother's eyes, and it terrified her.

"Mom?" She could feel fear rising in her. "What's this? What's going on? Dad?" Mikasa turned, and saw a man she had never seen before standing in her living room.

"Mikasa, this man is called Erwin." Her mother drew in a deep breath, trying to stop her voice from becoming shrill with panic. "I used to know him back when I lived in Japan."

"In Japan? Dad? What is going on?"

Her father knelt down and put his hand on Mikasa's shoulder. "Sweetie, I'm sorry, but we have to leave New York."

"What? What do you mean? How long for?"

Mikasa's father looked at her mother; she nodded. "Forever." He said.

Mikasa laughed a shrill, nervous laugh. "What are you talking about?" She said. "We can't leave New York, I'm going to meet Eren after dinner…"

"Go and see Eren now." Her mother said, hiding the tears in her voice. "Tell him goodbye, okay?"

"Goodbye? But…"

"We're leaving in ten minutes. Go and say goodbye."

Mikasa looked at her, her heart pounding, turned, and ran out of the apartment.

"Eren!" Mikasa pounded on the door of Eren's apartment. "EREN!"

The door flung open. "Mikasa? What's wrong?"

"I came home and there was mess everywhere, and there was a man there that I didn't know and he was touching our stuff, and I asked Mom what was going on and she said that we're leaving New York forever and that I should come and say goodbye to you-" she burst into tears.

Eren looked at her. His mind was searching for the right words to say but no combination of words seemed to make sense. He laughed.

"You can't leave, though. Why would you leave? When are you coming back?"

"I'm not," she wailed.

"Hey, why are you crying? Come in, sit down." Eren's mother said.

"Mikasa's leaving," Eren said, his voice dull and flat. He didn't sound like Eren. "And she isn't coming back."

"Is this true?" The woman said, disbelieving.

She just nodded as she stared at the wet patch her tears were making on her dress. Eren's mother left in a hurry; they heard her footsteps up the two flights of stairs.

"Maybe we should run away," Eren said.

"Would it mean I'd get to stay with you?" Mikasa asked. Her voice was still choked with tears.

"Of course it would."

"Where would we go?"

"Armin's."

"They'd look for us there." Mikasa sniffed.

They sat in silence for a minute.

"I can't believe we're never going to see each other again. This doesn't make any sense. Where am I going to live? What's going to happen to my apartment?"

"I don't know," Eren said quietly. He hated seeing Mikasa cry. "But write to me from wherever you're going."

"I will."

"Mikasa!" Her mother's voice, filled with the same panic, came from outside. "We're leaving! Now!"

Mikasa didn't move. "I'll write. I'll run away and visit you if I need to."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

"Then it's done."

He hugged her for the last time.

Mikasa grabbed the bag her mother was holding out for her, tears still falling from eyes, and followed the strange man down the six flights of stairs leading to the car that waited outside.

Eren almost began to follow them too, but realised that his birthday gift to her had not been in any of the adult's hands. He ran faster than he ever had, passing his mother, who was sat, looking shell-shocked, on the stairs; he pushed open the unlocked door of the apartment and grabbed the brown package from the corner of the room, where items still lay scattered and discarded on the floor. Then, he was after them, ripping open the paper as he ran, not wanting to delay seeing Mikasa's reaction to his gift. He exited the building just as Mikasa's door slammed shut and the car pulled away.

"Mikasa!" He shouted, running through the snow, ignoring the cold of the night air on his bare skin. The scarlet scarf trailed behind him, and he saw Mikasa's head poke out of the car window, shouting to him too, crying as she saw the only splash of colour against the black sky, grey buildings, and white snow disappear as they turned a corner and were gone.


	2. Chapter 2 - Ochoco

**April 15th, 1935. Ochoco National Forest, Oregon.**

Mikasa let her aching feet soak in the cool water of the lake. The afternoon sun beat down on her back, hot and unforgiving. She wiped the sweat from her forehead walked over to Erwin, feeling the grass between her toes.

"Again?" Erwin asked. She nodded at him and picked up her wooden knife from the ground. He gave no warning before running towards her and thrusting his knife forwards at her chest, but she still managed to grab his arm and stop him from making impact. He kicked out her legs, sending her to ground. Grunting, she jumped to her feet and tried again, this time on the offense, aiming to kick him in the stomach. He stepped back, dodging her. She leaned back to avoid the swing he made to her face, and ducked under his arm, moving upwards to stab him in the throat. Her hand stopped just before the dummy knife made impact.

"Good." He said. "Jog home, and you'll be done for today. I'm going to go and collect some firewood. See you back there."

"Erwin!" She called as he began to run away. "Can I take a walk through the forest first?"

"Okay," he said, "but be back before the sun begins to set, alright?"

She nodded, grabbed her shoes, and began walking in the opposite direction to Erwin. The sky was completely blue, and the sun shone upon the lake, causing it to glisten. _If Eren were here, _she thought, _I bet he'd challenge me to a swimming race. _It had been over six years since she had last seen him; six years since that cold February night, the night of her birthday. She hadn't thought it possible to miss somebody so much.

Where she lived now couldn't be more different than New York, and yet, everything reminded her of Eren. There were no bustling streets filled with people, only winding rivers and streams. There were no food wagons, no cinema shows; instead she trained with Erwin and ate food that he and her father caught. Mikasa missed all of the things she had once enjoyed so much in New York, but what she missed the most was her friends, as they had been replaced by silence.

Mikasa barely knew why she trained with Erwin; even after been torn from her home, the only explanation her mother offered was that they were being chased. By who? This meagre answer had almost driven Mikasa mad over the past six years. She had screamed to fill the quiet, she had tried to run away, she had cried and kicked and broken things, but her mother never relented. So they lived their lives in the park, hunting and tending the horses.

Her mother never let her write to Eren. In the first year of their new life she had tried many times and been unsuccessful; the guilt she had felt had almost eaten her alive. She had pleaded, begged. Her mother told her no. Her attempts landed her in serious trouble with her parents, and she was kept in the house, only allowed outside to train with Erwin. In the end, she complied with them, and in the years that followed, Mikasa had gained more and more independance. She was allowed to wander the park, ride her horse and swim in the lake alone. She liked Erwin more than she liked her mother. Though she hated the training at first, over the years Mikasa had learned to direct her anger and frustration into her self-defense and fighting lessons, chopping wood, and riding her horse. It made it easier for her to avoid making her mother angry and suspicious of her.

Mikasa never told them that she had begun writing to Eren. They would lock her in the house again. The first letter she had posted was long, filled with apologies and explanations. She didn't feel guilty for disobeying her parents wishes; they were unreasonable and paranoid to her, and she hated feeling trapped by them. Even if there were people after them, Eren would be the last person to give them away. But she was careful nonetheless; she sent her letters from a post office in the town over, and her letters were left by the town's notoriously inebriated postman in a the trunk of a hollowed-out tree. This was more to hide the letters from her parents than any mysterious killers after them.

Her feet dry, Mikasa slipped on her shoes and began running to the hollow tree; she was due a letter from Eren. Her heart beat quickly, in time with her footsteps. It would be her fourth letter from him. His first reply had come back, just as long as hers, and was filled with words of excitement and disbelief. Armin had written on it, too, his neat handwriting just below Eren's, which was messy and unkept, just like him. She knew she should burn the letters to eliminate the chance of being found out, but she could not bring herself to do so. Instead she kept them hidden rolled up inside a wooden block that she had hollowed out the inside of. They were tucked away with the pictures of Japan she had received from Armin on her birthday. She read them every night, and each time she did they filled a little bit of the loneliness that hollowed out her heart.

Mikasa ran faster when they hollow tree came into view. A tiny white slip poked out of the bottom, visible to those who looked for it. She picked it up sank against the trunk of the tree, panting with the effort of running in the heat. Mikasa loved the satisfying sound of the envelope tearing open and the crinkle of paper in her hands. Her eyes wanted to devour the words written on the page, but she forced herself to read slowly, taking in every sentence.

_Mikasa, _it read,

_I know this isn't the first time I've written but it feels like it. Every time the post comes I get so excited. I waited for you to write for so long that now I know you haven't forgotten about us waiting for the post is exciting again. I know it wasn't your fault though. Your mom seems really strict now. I hope you're alright. _

_Dad is coming home soon. You'll never guess where he's going! Oregon! I'm going to ask if I can go with him. I have no idea if we'll be anywhere near where you are but if you want to and you think you can get away with it, I can come to where you're living and see you for a while! Wouldn't that be the best thing? I would get to give you your present. You know. For your tenth birthday? Write back to me about it and we might be able to arrange something. _

_Armin said I should try and describe was life is like here now. The New York I lived in with you doesn't really feel like the same city. It's more grey somehow. You know. I'm not that good at describing stuff. At least it's getting warmer now. Dad's always away these days, trying to find work, and since Mom died, it's been pretty cold in the apartment. I mostly stay with Armin, either in his parents' apartment or in mine. Usually he's out helping the old man though. I think it's hard for Armin to look after him so I help out a lot of the time. It's sad watching someone who lived to see the world go blind. The old man's stories are still the most colourful things in this darn city though. It's odd. I really want to get out of this place and travel so I can tell him my own stories. _

_We still see Jean but not as much. I think Armin knows more about it than I do, but he's been getting involved with some really shady business. I told Armin that it's probably just because he wants to play the gangster, but he actually seems pretty worried. I guess I am too. Everyone's a bit different now. _

_Write back to me as soon as you can about this whole Oregon business and let me know how things are with you. I was going to ask Armin to write something but he was busy and I wanted to post this as soon as I could. _

_Eren_

Mikasa read the letter again to make sure she hadn't been imagining what it said. Seeing Eren again? It seemed too good to be true. Her hands shook and a laugh bubbled from her. Neatly she folded the letter into her pocket and began running back home.

As she ran through the forest of tall pines separating her house from the hollow tree, she imagined they were the buildings of New York, imposing and colossal. The sun shone through their leaves, creating dappled spots of light on the dark ground. All that Mikasa could hear was the gentle _thud _of her feet hitting the ground and her breathing. If she stopped, it was silent; there was no wind to disturb the tree branches and no stream close to her. Her heart was pounding in her chest, but not due to the exercise. It was the thought of seeing her closest childhood friend again.

She conjured an image of him in her mind. The same height as her, with messy and unkempt brown hair, a permanent grin, and green eyes. He was curious yet unaware, and Mikasa smiled as she thought of all the days they had spent together. But he wouldn't look like that when they saw each other again. Mikasa did not know what she should expect; would he be solemn faced now? She had heard from her parents that poverty had hit New York hard; that Central Park had been filled with people living under tin roofs with newspaper blankets. He had lost his mother, too, a year after Mikasa had left the city. Would he be taller than her? Would his eyes be the same as they once were - curious and shining with the innocence of childhood? She doubted it strongly, but did not wish to see him any less. He would still be Eren to her. She wondered if she would look different to him.

The trees grew sparse and Mikasa reached the winding path that led from the edge of the forest to her house; it came into view when she reached the top of a hill. The sun was just beginning to set; there was an orange tint to the horizon. Their house wasn't huge, but it fitted them comfortably. Erwin was outside, chopping wood. She slowed to a walk, panting slightly.

"Good walk?" He asked.

"Yeah, it wasn't bad." Mikasa said, and entered the house.

"Mikasa, where have you been?" Her mother asked. She was sat at the table, her hair pulled back into a tight bun.

Mikasa walked over to the fireplace and smelled the stew that was cooking over it. "I was training with Erwin." She said. "I went for a quick walk after."

Her mother's expression softened slightly. "Okay. Go and wash your face, you look filthy. Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes."

"Okay, Mom." Mikasa said, disappearing up the stairs. She splashed her face with cold water, trying to calm herself down before her evening lesson started. She changed clothes and hid the letter, her excitement building as she thought of writing a reply. When she returned downstairs her mother had gathered some paper for her to write upon and a large book. A cup of steaming coffee also waited for her on the table.

Mikasa took a sip of the drink and sat down. "What are we studying today?" She asked.

"Geography," her mother said. She pushed the book over to her. "Start from the beginning of the book and write down anything you think is relevant."

Mikasa read through the pages. The book began with basic European geography. Mikasa felt despondent. It was not that she didn't understand the notes she was making, more that she didn't see the point - why study all of these faraway places if she was never going to be allowed to leave the park? A sigh escaped her, and she sipped her coffee at the end of every page, almost as a reward for her task. As her hand wrote she imagined that she was writing to Eren, and forced herself through it. After they ate she would be allowed upstairs to be alone and she would write her letter then. Her mind began to buzz with all the thoughts of things she would say. She would make sure to leave a note for Armin too, inquiring about Jean. The sun set a little more with every page she wrote and eventually it dipped below the horizon to make way for night.

When the candles grew too dim for her to write by her mother lit the lamp and allowed Mikasa to pack away her things. She set the table for dinner.

"Dear! Come down; dinner's ready!" Mikasa's mother called to her father. "Mikasa, could you go and find Erwin?"

"Okay," Mikasa said, and wandered outside. The cold chill of night-time made her shiver and she pulled her cardigan around her shoulders more tightly.

"Erwin!" She called, walking around behind the house to the large shed where he slept. Erwin had refused to stay in the house when they had moved to the park, instead building himself his own small area to sleep and work. Erwin had been an imposing figure when Mikasa had been small, but he was kind, and Mikasa's mother trusted him inexplicably. Mikasa, despite weary of her situation, was grateful to him, for she did believe that they had been in danger - she was just itching to see the world, and frustrated at being trapped.

"What is it?" Erwin asked, opening the door to his shed.

"Food's ready," she said.

"Ah, okay." He said. He followed her back into the house and they sat down at the table. Mikasa wondered how many times she had eaten stew over the last six years.

"Thanks, Mom," she said. Her mother smiled at her, something that was rare except at mealtimes.

"How was your geography lesson, Mikasa?" Her father asked. He was a much shorter man than Erwin, and far less strong; generally, he took care of their garden while Erwin would be the one to catch the rabbits and fish they would eat.

"It wasn't bad," said Mikasa. "I learnt about Europe's rivers mostly."

"Sounds interesting," her father said, prompting her for more information; she remained silent.

Her mother began talking to her father about seeing one of the other park guards, and Mikasa half-listened, stirring her stew with her fork.

"Mikasa, how about you do some swimming in the lake tomorrow?" Erwin asked.

"That sounds fine," Mikasa said.

"We can continue with the training we did today, too."

"The self-defence?" Mikasa asked.

"Yeah. I was impressed with you today. You really caught me off guard when you held the knife to my throat like that."

"You what, Mikasa?" Her mother asked. "Erwin, what have you been teaching her?"

"Self-defense, Mom. I was just doing what I would do if I was attacked. I'm only doing it because you make me do it."

"Mikasa, I've told you a hundred times, you need to learn how to defend yourself."

"That's what I was doing!" Mikasa said, beginning to get angry. "But for what?"

"We didn't leave New York for no reason you know, contrary to what you seem to believe! We made it out by the skin of our teeth and I hope you realise how lucky you are for that!"

Mikasa fell silent, suddenly shameful. _By the skin of our teeth. _Her mother had never told her that before. How close had she come to death that night?

"I'm sorry." She said, staring at her stew. She hadn't wanted to hurt her mother, but she was so angry with her surroundings that everything seemed pointless. She needed to get out of the house, but her mother wouldn't let her out now; it was too late.

_I'll post Eren's letter tonight. _She thought to herself. _I'm sure I can get away on Saint without them noticing._

The rest of their meal passed in silence. Mikasa washed and then retreated to her bedroom, already excited to write her letter to Eren. Briefly, she stood and watched the scene of her parents cleaning the kitchen from the landing that overlooked the downstairs area of the house. Sitting at her desk moments later, Mikasa looked at all of her writing equipment and tried to figure out what to say. The scratching sounds of her dip pen against paper was all Mikasa could hear as she wrote to Eren, and with every sentence she grew happier, less guilty for snapping at her mother and more excited at the prospect of seeing Eren.

After she had finished writing the letter she folded it into her pocket and waited for her parents to fall asleep. She stared at the ceiling until she heard them retreat to their bedroom. She waited for another half an hour after that to make sure that they were definitely asleep, then grabbed her coat.

Mikasa slid open her bedroom window and jumped the small distance from the frame to a thick tree branch. As quiet as possible, Mikasa climbed down the tree's branches and jumped when she was sure she would be silent doing so. Creeping around the back of Erwin's shed, Mikasa slowly untied her horse, Saint, and led him several meters away before jumping upon his back and riding through the night to the nearest town.

The cold night air blew past her, making her coat billow in the wind. She pushed her hair back from her eyes and allowed the dim light of the waning moon to guide her path. There was only one thing Mikasa loved more about the countryside than the city - her night-time rides with Saint. He had been a good companion to her over the past six years, and her only friend. You could never see the stars in the city - they were outshone by the lights of buildings and masked by smog. In the country, Mikasa could see thousands of tiny shining pinpricks against the dark sky, forming the constellations she had studied at her kitchen table. She wished that Eren could see that sight, rather than the tainted sky in New York. _No, _Mikasa thought to herself, smiling sadly, _that's not it;_ _I just wish that we could stand and watch the same sky together. If only I could bring this sky home with me, and then everything would be perfect._

She passed the hollow tree, pushing Saint to ride faster, and carried on until the dirt path became wider and Saint's hooves made satisfying _clip-clop _sounds against the road. Mikasa knew that Gelgar, the postman, would be awake still; he always was at this hour. When she had previously visited him before her parents awoke, Mikasa had seen him through a gap in the curtains, passed out on his floor, fully dressed with bottles of alcohol littered around him. Eventually the town came into view. Mikasa slowed Saint to a halt and tied him to a fence.

"Stay right here for me, okay?" Mikasa said, stroking his mane. "Good boy."

She jogged the rest of the way to Gelgar's house and knocked on the door.

"Ahhh, Miki- Mikasa!" He said, swaying slightly on the spot. His eyes were unfocused and stared straight through her. "How can I help you?"

"I have a letter for you," Mikasa said. "I'll pay you for for the stamp, so could you send it for me?"

"Sure I can." He said. "Is this another one of those for your boyfriend?"

Mikasa's cheeks flushed a deep red. "He's not my boyfriend." She said, attempting to keep a straight face. "He's my friend from when I was a kid."

"Yeah, yeah," he said, waving a hand nonchalantly, "they say that about me too."

Gelgar amused Mikasa. "Drink some water. You shouldn't drink any more of that stuff tonight." She said.

"I won't, Mikasa," he grinned at her; she wasn't sure what part of what she had said he was referring to. Sighing, she thanked him and walked away. Saint was waiting for her when she left and she make quick pace home.

That night, with the blankets pulled over her head, Mikasa fell asleep wondering what Eren was doing, and hoping that he was happy.


End file.
